Good Afternoon, 

My name is Douglass Adair and I am a dues-paying member of the United Farm 
Workers of America, AFL-CIO. I have been a union member since the summer of 1965. 
I am proud to call myself a farm worker, a peasant, a campesino, a kulak, a farmer, 
grower and gardiner... 


The legacy of Cesar Chavez, the founder of our union, is rightly celebrated, as 
contributing significantly to the awakening of the Mexican American community in this 
state and nation. A second generation of descendants of farm laborers is now attending 
university, running for governor or mayor of L.A., major players in the political and 
cultural life of the community. And Chavez, more than any other individual, forced the 
demand for that opportunity onto the agenda of Anglo America. 


The liberal, all American solution to poverty in this country is EDUCATION, “go 
to school! Make something of yourself!” This was the solution of CSO and MAPA and 
the Mexican American civil rights organizations of the 1950’s and 1960’s -- “Give us that 
opportunity!” When Chavez and Gil Padilla left CSO in 1962 to found the farm workers’ 
association, they did not reject this solution to poverty and the demand for this 
opportunity. And they can count among their own children and grandchildren many 
professionals, doctors and lawyers and stock brokers, advanced degrees and speciaties of 
all kinds... 


But Chavez and Padilla left CSO to put their energies, first and foremost on farm 
labor itself, the dignity of that labor, and the demand that those that eat should give due 
respect to that labor. It was a vision that those who planted the seeds and pruned the 
vines and harvested the crops deserved no less respect than those in white shirts who sat in 
comfortabel chairs and talked on the phone and shuffled papers all day. It was a vision of 
organizing farmworkers to stand up for their rights, working together to win better wages 
and working conditions for themselves and their families. 


I was a college graduate, working in the fields that summer of 1965, more or less 
as a lark. I was 23 years old, single, male, open to my own future... And I found I liked 
the work, physical labor, outside, in the peach and plum orchards of Tulare County. I 
liked the camaraderie of the crews. I had always loved gardening, and thought this might 
be a logical extension, with the satisfaction of producing an essential product, food. 

But I soon became aware of the elderly worker, still climbing the ladder because 
there was little or no welfare or social security; the worker who had been hurt, with no 
medical or unemployment insurance; hard working parents who could hardly afford to 
feed their own children on the miserable wages.... these were the people who were feeding 
America. 


What was lacking, according to Padilla and Chavez, was a strong, democratic 
union of farm workers, one that could win the dignity and respect and benefits enjoyed by 
other workers. They urged me to use my education, not to escape farm labor, but rather 
to help gain for my fellow workers the improvements in wages and working conditions 


that would enable me to continue working in the fields, to support a family and offer my 
children an education AND the opportunity to work in the fields in an honorable and 
respected profession. 


For a while in the 1970’s, the Farm Workers’ Union, with support from millions of 
Americans like you, was bringing that dream closer to reality. In 1980, farm workers 
under union contract were the best paid farm workers in the world. For the first time, we 
had health insurance for our families, workmen’s compensation for job injuries, 
unemployment insurance when laid off, pensions and social security for retirement; our 
own system of clinics and service centers; and a new found pride in ourselves and our 
occupation. 


Sadly, the union organizing drive stalled after 1980. The union became a shadow 
of its former self. The wages and benefits of the vaste majority of farm workers in 
California are less today, in real terms, than they were 25 years ago. Fewer farm workers 
are protected by Union contracts today than were protected in 1980. 


President Bush and many Democrats are pushing a “guest worker” program, 
regulating and guaranteeing a flow of low wage workers from Mexico, because 
“Americans won’t do this work.” The goal of globalazatoin policies, in Washington and 
London and Moscow and Tokyo is the same, to provide cheap food for the urban masses. 
The policies in Beijing, “the peasants’ paradise,” are no different. The cries of the 
peasants in Chiapas are brushed off as inconsistant with the New World Order. 


But for farm workers, the New Order is the same as the old order, a world for 
Aristotle and his philosopher kings enjoying the benefits, and the “natural slaves” 
consigned to grow the food. Call them peons, serfs, slaves, peasants, guest workers, the 
folks out there in the dirt producing the food we eat are always consigned to the bottom 
rung of the social hierarchy. 


For a brief moment in the 1960’s and 1970’s, our union was offering an alternative 
idea and vision, in which the folks that provided the food had their rightful place at the 
dinner table. Cesar Chavez briefly put that idea on the world agenda, as part of the feast 
of riches that globalization has brought before many...Sadly, that idea is rarely considered 
today, and performing farm labor is again considered beneath the dignity of anyone 
wanting to “improve” themselves... 

Viva la Causa, 

Doug Adair 


